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Would you like to learn to be a better baker?


We know that so many people watch The Great British Bake Off for the tips and techniques you pick up – not only from the judges, but from watching the bakers too. We wanted to distil that knowledge into a library of cookbooks that are specifically designed to take you from novice to expert baker. Individually, each book covers the skills you will want to perfect so that you can master a particular area of baking – everything from cakes to bread, sweet pastries to pies.


We have chosen recipes that are classics of each type, and grouped them together so that they take you on a progression from ‘Easy does it’ through ‘Needs a little skill’ to ‘Up for a challenge’. Put together, the full series of books will give you a comprehensive collection of the best recipes, along with all the advice you need to become a better baker.


The triumphs and lessons of the bakers in the tent show us that not everything works every time. But I hope that with these books as your guide, we have given you a head start towards baking it better every time!


Linda Collister


Series Editor
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Welcome bakers!


Learning to bake a pie or tart opens up a world of baking treats – and this book will give you 40 delicious recipes to get you started.


As well as being great bakes, the recipes have been hand-picked to show you all the key techniques, such as rubbing-in, kneading, rolling out, lining and filling, that not only get you baking better pies and tarts, but which will improve all your baking. Begin with the ‘Easy does it’ section and master your basics with recipes like Pepper Pizza Pie or rich Chocolate and Pear Galettes. As you grow more able, you can move to the recipes that ‘Need a little skill’ – a Lemon Tart with Limoncello Cream perhaps, a Spanakopita Pie or Chocolate Mocha Mousse Tarts. The more you bake, the sooner you will be ‘Up for a challenge’, testing your pastry skills with the French Strawberry Tart or perfecting puff with a showstopping Beef Wellington.


The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for a challenge), and gives you a helpful checklist of the specific pastry and special equipment you will use. Before you begin, have a look at the Baker’s Guide at the beginning of the book. That will tell you what equipment you need to get started (just a bowl, a spoon and a pie dish will do!), introduce you to the most important ingredients, and explain some terms and techniques in more detail.


Any pie or tart cooked with love and attention will give a stunning result. With Bake It Better: Pies & Tarts it’s amazing what you can do with just flour, butter, eggs and a filling – so it’s time to get ready, get set … and get baking.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


SECTION 1: BAKER’S GUIDE


Read this section before you start baking.


The Baker’s Guide contains key information on ingredients (here), equipment (here) and skills (here) relevant to the recipes in the book.


Refer back the Baker’s Guide when you’re baking if you want a refresher on a particular skill. In the recipes the first mention of each skill is highlighted in bold.


SECTION 2: RECIPES


Colour strips on the right-hand side and 1, 2 or 3 spoons show the level of the recipe.


Within the colour strips you’ll find helpful information to help you decide what to bake: Hands-on time; Baking time; Makes/serves; Special equipment and the specific Pastry used.


Refer back to the Baker’s Guide when a skill is highlighted in bold in the recipe if you need a reminder.


Try Something Different options are given where the recipe lends itself to experimenting with ingredients or decorations.
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BAKE IT BETTER
Baker’s Guide



Ingredients


Equipment


Skills


Help!
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Ingredients


Simple pastry requires very few ingredients – most use only flour, butter and a splash of cold water, plus sugar if you’re making a sweet pastry. The difference comes either in varying the ingredients, or the method with which you use them. Understanding your ingredients before you use them will help you make successful and delicious pies and tarts. This list will guide you through buying, storing and using the key ingredients used in this book.


BUTTER


The main purpose of fat in pastry is to give the dough a good texture and, in the case of butter, a rich flavour and colour, too. Unsalted butter usually has slightly less whey than salted butter and some bakers believe this gives a more evenly coloured bake; it also has a milder flavour, although some prefer the slightly stronger taste of salted butter. The choice is yours, just remember that if you are using salted butter you don’t need to add extra salt to the sweet pastries, only to the savoury ones. Keep the butter in the fridge until you need it, as cold pastry is easier to handle and is essential for making shortcrust and puff pastries (bear in mind that some recipes require butter at room temperature, or melted), and check the best before date. Store butter tightly wrapped in its original wrapper in the fridge, away from strong flavours, or you can freeze it for up to a month.


COCOA POWDER


A dark, unsweetened fine powder made from pure cocoa with nearly all the cocoa butter removed; it’s very bitter and powerfully flavoured so just a small amount adds a good chocolate taste to a rich shortcrust pastry. Cocoa powder shouldn’t be confused with, or substituted for, drinking chocolate, which has had sugar and dried milk powder added to it.


EGGS


All the recipes in this book use medium-sized eggs (about 62–65g each). When it comes to eggs, size really is important, as they work in ratio with the other ingredients. Using a different-sized egg may give too much or too little filling, or you may require more or less water to bind your dough together. Egg yolks are used in some of the pastries to add richness – they will need less water to bind them together, which makes their texture crisper and crumblier – and you’ll also need eggs in some glazes.


Storing eggs in the fridge, pointed end down, protects the yolk from drying out and spoiling. Keep them in the box they came in and in the cooler body of the fridge, not the door, and use by the best before date. Spare egg whites freeze well for up to a month; just make sure they’re thoroughly defrosted before use. (A good tip is to mark the quantity and date on the container.)


EXTRACTS AND FLAVOURINGS


You can use almond extract and vanilla extract to enhance the flavour of some of your pastries and fillings. Check the label for ‘natural’ or ‘pure’ extracts: this indicates that the flavour has been extracted from the vanilla pods or almonds and means you will only need to use small amounts. Try to avoid essences: although much cheaper, they bear little resemblance to the genuine articles.


FLOUR


Poor-quality or past-its-best flour can really affect the final taste and texture of your bake. As with all ingredients, it should be used fresh and in optimum condition, so store it correctly: keep opened packs of flour either in sealed jars, plastic food boxes or in plastic food bags to stop the flour getting damp. Don’t add new flour to old in storage jars and aim to use any flour within a month of opening, or by its best before date.


Wheat flours are the most commonly used flours in baking. Most of the recipes in this book are made with plain flour, which has no raising agent added and gives a lovely ‘short’ texture, so your pastry will be crumbly and crisp. Self-raising flour is only used here for suet pastry (like the Steak, Ale and Lots of Mushroom Pie, here), as the added baking powder gives an extra lightness to the texture that you can’t get from plain flour. For rough puff and puff pastry you can use plain flour if you like, but a strong white bread flour, with more gluten, gives the dough better elasticity for extra flakiness. Wholemeal flour gives shortcrust pastry a lovely nutty texture and taste, but it’s best to combine it with plain white flour to lighten it a little.


Gluten-free flours are wheat-free flours that can be used instead of plain flour in shortcrust pastry recipes. They are usually made from a combination of rice, potato, tapioca, maize, chickpea, broad bean, white sorghum or buckwheat flours, and vary in taste and texture from brand to brand, so it’s worth trying out a few different ones. If you use gluten-free flour you may need to add xanthum gum to it to improve the texture of your pastry. Check the packet and if your flour doesn’t include it already, add 1 teaspoon xanthum gum per 150g flour.


GROUND ALMONDS


Ground blanched almonds are great for adding texture. The flavour is quite mild, so you can add a few drops of almond extract to boost it if you like. As ground almonds can go rancid quite quickly, it’s best to store them in an airtight container, either in the fridge or in a very cool, dark cupboard and make sure to use them before their best before date.


JAMS AND JELLIES


With the addition of a little liquid to make them sufficiently runny, jams, jellies and curds all make wonderful glazes for your pies and tarts. If the jam has fruit pieces in it, push the glaze through a sieve after heating to remove the lumps; lemon curd or redcurrant jelly, however, are naturally smooth enough for brushing over the pastry without sieving (see here).


LARD


Lard is pure animal fat and is the traditional choice when making hot water crust pastry (like the Mini Pork Pies on here). It’s colourless and gives a deliciously short, flaky texture to shortcrust pastry without the rich taste of butter (although you can combine the two for extra richness and colour). As with butter, check the best before date and store in the fridge, tightly wrapped in its original wrapper, or pop it in the freezer for up to a month.


MARGARINES AND SPREADS


Based on vegetable oils, with added salt and flavourings, some margarines and spreads have been made specifically for baking and can be used straight from the fridge; they will give good results but won’t taste quite the same as bakes made with butter. Spreads designed for use on breads and crackers are not meant for baking as they contain too much water and not enough fat.


POLENTA


Polenta is as common in Italian kitchens as plain flour is in British ones. It’s a dried maize that comes either finely or coarsely ground, and its sunny yellow colour and slightly sandy texture give a lovely look and feel to your pastry when combined with plain flour, as in the Roasted Vegetable Tart with Moroccan Spicings (here).


SOUR CREAM


Made by introducing a bacterial culture to cream, which makes it thicker and more tangy, sour cream gives extra richness and flakiness to sour cream pastry.


SUET


Traditionally, beef suet is used when making suet pastry, but vegetarian alternatives are available. It will give you a lovely soft, light pastry rather than a crisp, flaky one – suet melts much more slowly than butter or lard, forming tiny pockets in the dough as it cooks. As with lard, you can include some butter (up to about one-third) to provide extra richness and colour – just grate very cold butter into the mixture so that both the butter and suet have a similar texture. See the Steak, Ale and Lots of Mushroom Pie on here.


SUGAR


Always use the type of sugar recommended in the recipe. For the best flavour choose unrefined sugar, which retains the molasses of the sugar cane and gives it a naturally rich colour and flavour. If you prefer a pure white colour (for example, in meringues or icings), go for a refined white sugar (unrefined will give more taste and a slight caramel tint). The fine textures of caster sugar and icing sugar make them ideal for sweetening your pastry as they keep the texture smooth, while demerara adds crunch to crumble pie toppings, or when sprinkled over fruit pies. Light and dark muscovado sugars add a caramel taste and rich, dark colour to sweet pies and tarts, particularly those flavoured with chocolate.
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Equipment


You really don’t need a lot of expensive equipment to get started baking, but there are certain things it’s wise to bear in mind when choosing your kit that will make your baking more enjoyable and your bakes more consistently successful.


BAKING BEANS


Ceramic baking beans are used when baking blind (see here) to keep pastry bases flat and the sides upright. You can always set aside a jar of uncooked rice or dried beans to use instead, but ceramic beans are generally re-usable over a longer period of time.


BAKING PAPER AND LINERS


Even if a baking sheet is non-stick it’s usually a good idea to line it with non-stick baking paper to ensure your pies or tarts don’t stick, and to protect the sheet from any leaks (see here). Since it doesn’t stick to the pastry, baking paper is also good for lining uncooked pastry cases when baking blind (see here); parchment-lined foil is even sturdier for this, but it is more expensive. Greaseproof paper is best kept for wrapping up cooked pies as it is water resistant, but its waxy coating doesn’t stand up well to heating.


BAKING SHEETS AND TRAYS


A baking sheet is flat with one raised edge for gripping; a baking tray has raised sides all the way round. Both are used in the recipes in this book for different reasons, but for ease of sliding your tart tins on and off, you’ll find a baking sheet most useful. The most important quality for a baking sheet is that it is firm and strong, so that it doesn’t buckle or lose its shape in a hot oven, which could result in uneven baking or spilt fillings. Look for a stable sheet, preferably made from a non-stick, hard anodised metal, and pick it up and feel it – if you can bend it, even slightly, look for a thicker, stronger option.


BOWLS


If you’re buying new, pick a nest of small, medium and large bowls for easy storage.


For versatility, sturdiness (without being overly heavy) and durability, heatproof glass and stainless steel are both good choices. They can be used for both cold and hot mixtures (such as when melting chocolate over a pan of simmering water). Be aware, though, that stainless steel is not suitable for the microwave. Plastic bowls are cheaper and some have a built-in rubber base, which helps to reduce wobble; however they are quite lightweight and feel less sturdy to work with. Some bowls come with a non-slip silicone base, although you can stabilise any bowl by placing a damp cloth underneath. Ceramic bowls are pretty and can go in the dishwasher, but break quite easily and can be heavy. Anodised aluminium bowls are very durable and will last a lifetime, but aren’t suitable for the microwave.


COOLING RACKS


A large wire cooling rack allows air to circulate around your cooling pie or tart, helping to avoid the dreaded soggy bottom. You can improvise with a wire grill-pan rack if needs be, but the finer wires on a cooling rack are more effective.


FOOD-PROCESSOR


A food-processor makes light work of mixing the dough, and many of the pastry recipes in this book can be made in one. Since the processor is much faster at blending the fat and flour for pastry than if you were doing it by hand, use the pulse button to blend in quick bursts so that you can stop as soon as the mixture looks like breadcrumbs; add the water with the pulse button too, so you can stop as soon as it comes together and avoid overworking the dough.


KNIVES


The better the knife, the easier it will be to keep it sharp for those really clean lines when trimming pastry edges (see here). Knives are made from different materials. The main ones to consider are stainless steel, which is cheap, but needs to be sharpened regularly; carbon steel, which is more expensive, harder and easier to keep sharp; and ceramic, which is far harder than carbon steel ones, much lighter and won’t require sharpening, but can chip easily.


You’ll probably find that a medium-sized sharp knife is sufficient for most purposes. When choosing a knife, hold it first to check that it feels well balanced, and that the weight, and shape, suit the size of your hand – a 20cm knife is probably the most versatile, but choose the one that you feel most comfortable with.


A small serrated knife is also good to have in your collection for cutting off pastry overhangs, and a large serrated bread knife is useful for slicing bigger pies; both these jobs require a slight sawing action so that the pastry doesn’t break while it is being trimmed or cut, which a sharp serrated knife does with ease. And don’t forget to have a good knife sharpener.


MEASURING JUG


Pick a heat-resistant and microwave-safe jug that’s easy to read in both metric and imperial measures, starting from 50ml, if you can find one, otherwise 100ml, and going up to about 2 litres. A small jug or cup that measures from 1 teaspoon (5ml) up to 4 tablespoons (60ml) is a very useful extra. Remember, too, that you can weigh water, as well as measuring the volume: 1ml = 1g. Some bakers prefer this method, as it is the most precise.


MEASURING SPOONS


A set of measuring spoons is essential for measuring small amounts of liquids and dry ingredients (baking powder, spices, salt, sugar), ranging from ⅛ teaspoon to 1½ tablespoons. Day-to-day teaspoons, dessertspoons and tablespoons can vary enormously in size and will give inconsistent results, so do invest in some proper measuring spoons. If you can find them, narrow spoons are handy for fiddly spice jars. Unless otherwise indicated, all spoon measures in this book are level, not heaped – use a finger or the back of a knife to skim off the excess.


OVEN THERMOMETER


Ovens are all different, with some getting hotter than they should, while others don’t get hot enough; to be really accurate it’s a good idea to invest in an oven thermometer. You can then check that your oven is reaching the correct temperature – and adjust the dial accordingly – and work out where the hot and cooler spots are located, so that you can ensure your bakes cook evenly.


PASTRY BRUSH


This is an indispensable tool for glazing the top of your pies and greasing tins and dishes. A brush with smooth, fine-hair bristles and a wooden handle is ideal for brushing over uncooked pastry, as it won’t scratch its delicate surface. However, this type isn’t generally heat resistant, so although it’s great for brushing on cold or warm glazes (or other mixtures), don’t use it for anything hotter (you can buy heat-resistant brushes for these jobs). One that can go in the dishwasher is a good idea, too.


PASTRY CUTTERS


A nest of cutters in various sizes is ideal – double-sided ones (plain and fluted) mean you don’t need to have two separate sets cluttering up your cupboard. Metal cutters will give you the cleanest edge when cutting out decorations or the bases for small tarts.


PIE DISHES


The recipes in this book call for a specific size of dish; if you use one that is a different size than that recommended, you may need to adjust the quantity of pastry and filling, as well as the baking time, accordingly.


Ceramic pie dishes look the most attractive when you’re serving up at the table and are ideal for a crumble pie, or a deeper pie with only a pastry lid. It’s trickier to get a crisp pastry base when using a ceramic dish as it doesn’t conduct heat as effectively as metal does (sitting the dish on a hot baking sheet as it goes in the oven can help, but metal is definitely your best option for any pie with a pastry base). A 1–1.5 litre capacity will be suitable for a large family pie.


Small individual ceramic pie dishes are good for pies with pastry tops (not bases) and look great at the table. These are sold by capacity and about 350ml is a good size.


Small metal pudding bowls with a 200ml capacity are perfect for pork pies (see here).


PIE FUNNEL


Although not essential, a ceramic pie funnel is great to have for pies with a moist, deep filling, such as the All Star Fish Pie (see here). It holds the pastry lid up in the middle and stops it coming into direct contact with the filling and getting soggy.


PIPING BAGS AND NOZZLES


You may not want to invest in a big collection of nozzles just yet, and for this book you need only a medium star piping nozzle for the Very Lemony Lemon Meringue Tartlets (here) and a No. 3 plain writing nozzle for the Chocolate and Salted Caramel Tart (here). Stainless-steel nozzles are the most durable, and reusable nylon bags have a little more strength to them, don’t have seams for the mixtures to leak through, and are easy to wash after each use – you can find both at specialist cake-decorating shops. Alternatively, you can buy disposable plastic piping bags and nozzles from most supermarkets – the ones with non-slip exteriors are best.


ROLLING PIN


Go for a long, fairly heavy wooden rolling pin, about 6–7cm in diameter. Ones without handles won’t limit the width of the pastry that you can roll out.


RULER


It’s a good idea to keep a ruler handy in the kitchen for checking tin sizes and pastry thickness when rolling out.


SCALES


Precision is the key to successful baking – adding a bit more, or less, fat or flour can make or break your pastry, so get yourself some scales and weigh all your ingredients very carefully. There are three types available: spring, balance (using weights) and digital. For ultra-precision go for digital, as they can measure ingredients that are as little as 1 gram, will switch between metric and imperial, and will allow you to add and weigh several ingredients in the same bowl or pan simply by resetting the balance to zero after adding each one (just remember to keep some spare batteries handy!).


SIEVE


Essential not just for removing lumps, but also for aerating your mixtures. Stainless steel is the best material to go for as it’s both strong and doesn’t take on the colours or odours of other ingredients. You’ll get the most use out of one with a large bowl that sits easily over a mixing bowl, but a small tea-strainer size is very handy for dusting icing sugar or cocoa powder over small pies and tarts.


TIMER


It’s all too easy to forget when the pastry went in the oven – we’ve all done it – so switching a timer on is a good habit to get into. Go for one that has seconds as well as minutes, and with a long, loud ring. Set it for 1 minute less than the suggested time in the recipe, especially if you are unsure of your oven temperature – you can always increase the cooking time if needed.


TINS
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